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The battle of Sidi Rezegh cost the Axis army two-thirds of its
100,000 men, whereas our casualties were 18,000 only ,out of
118,000 ; but our tank casualties were the heavier by reason of the
inferiority of our machines and tank and anti-tank guns. General
Auchinleck's plan to continue the advance into Tripolitania had,
however, to be abandoned, as the outbreak of war with Japan
necessitated a rapid redistribution of our armies and resources,
which threw the Eighth Army on to the defensive.
VII.   THE WAR SPREADS TO THE FAR EAST
When Japan joined the Anti-Comintern Pact of Germany and
Italy in the autumn of 1940, it was obviously with the object of
using the opportunity afforded by the war in Europe to extend her
empire in the Far East at the expense of the Western Powers.
The air and naval facilities in Indo China granted her by the French
Government much improved her strategic position for a sudden
offensive in the South-west Pacific, as she thereby advanced her
frontier 1,000 miles nearer to Malaya and 500 miles nearer to Burma,
and isolated the British fortress of Hongkong. Nevertheless her
sudden attack on the United States main Pacific base at Pearl
Harbour in Hawaii on December 7, 1941, took the garrison by
surprise, and by putting out of action the main American Fleet
gave her for the next six months uncontested control of the Pacific.
But great as were the temporary advantages which accrued to Japan
from this attack, the addition of the vast forces and resources of the
United States to those of the Allies was bound to be decisive of the
ultimate issue of the war; and Germany and Italy, when on the day
following the Pearl Harbour attack they also declared war on the
United States, committed a second major blunder, destined to be
even more fatal in its effects than Germany's attack on Russia.
But for the time being Japan had it all her own way, and the
small Allied forces in the Far East had a hopeless task in trying to
defend a wide arc of valuable island possessions from the Philip-
pines in the north round by New Guinea and Borneo to the
Dutch East Indies and the mainland territories of Malaya and
Burma. These garrisons, as well as the Indian, Australian and
New Zealand forces from which they might have been strength-
ened. Within six months all these Allied possessions, with the
single, but vital, exception of New Guinea, had passed into enemy
hands.
The island fortress of Hongkong, with its garrison of 11,000
British, Australian and Indian troops, under General Maltby, was
the first to fall. Two enemy divisions assailed this isolated outpost,
commencing their operations on December 8 by driving us from
our lines on the mainland covering the city of Kowloon. The